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The Sivasarmopakhyana
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of epic and puranic tales
of Pitrbhakti
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Abstract

The Padma Purina displays in its second section, in didactic as well as
narrative passages, a considerable interest in the question of the devotion
and obedience of children to their parents. The initial story in this section
(2.1-5), the story of brahmin Sivasarman and his testing of the obedience
of his five sons, deserves an in-depth analysis in this respect. We will show
how this story seems to gather and encapsulate motives and features that are
important in several epic and puranic legends that deal with ‘family matters’
and that controversially highlight to which lengths, in the Hindu Brahmanical
world view, a son’s pitrbhakti (‘devotion to the father’) is supposed to go.
The very structure of the story also appears typical of such tales—the ‘four
plus one’ structure in which the fifth son adopts a different attitude to the
first four and they are diversely rewarded by their father. Eventually, we will
underscore how, despite these analogies, the story of Sivagarman remains
quite original and, in some respects, unique among these pitybbakti tales.
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Introduction

The Padma Purina (PP) is among the largest puranas, with a total of 55,000
verses. Of its two recensions, the Western and the Bengali, the Bengali remains
in manuscripts only while the Western one has been edited and published
several times." The Venkate$vara Press edition has provided the source text
for the complete English translation by D.N. Deshpande, in 10 volumes
(Volumes 39-48), in the Ancient Indian Tradition and Mythology series.?
In the Western recension, on which we will exclusively focus in this chapter,
the second kbanda (‘portion’) of the PP, the 125 adhyiya-long Bhamikhanda
(‘Section on the Earth’), displays, in didactic as well as narrative passages,
a considerable interest in the question of the devotion and obedience of
children to their parents or, more precisely, of sons to their fathers. More
than 20 chapters (2.62—-84)—mostly concerned with a retelling of Yayati’s
story—are even grouped in one section labelled as concerning matapitytirtha
(‘mother and father as holy sites’).” Significantly, the initial subsection in this
kbanda (2.1-5) consists of the story of a brahmin named Sivagarman and
his testing of the obedience of his five sons against the strong background of
the importance of Visnubhakti.

This Sivasarmopikhyina (as it is called in the Anandi$rama Sanskrit
Series), which seems to be found only in, and is thus most likely an original
production of, the PP, deserves in-depth analysis in this respect. The story
gathers and encapsulates motives and features that are important in some
very famous epic and puranic legends—notably, Yayiti’s and Jamadagni’s,
showing dramatically how far, in the Hindu orthodox Brahmanical world
view, a son’s pitrbhakti (‘filial devotion’) is supposed to go. The very structure
of the story also strongly reminds one of such legends—what we can call the

1 For a general presentation of the Padma Purina, its editions and the limited scholarly work about
to it, see Rocher (1986: 206-14). If we leave aside the various contributions to the debate about the
possible borrowings, and their direction, between the PP and Kalidasa’s Sakuntali and Raghuvamsa
(Rocher 1986: 209-10), Chatterjee (1967) seems to be the only full-length monograph devoted to the PP
(considering the manuscript of the Bengali recension as well as the Western one and displaying the most
useful summary of several works traditionally ascribed to the PP).

2 For the sake of convenience, the references to verses in the article will be to the Venkate$var Press edition
(Ksemardja Stikrsnadisa 1895) and their translation by D.N. Deshpande (1988-92), except where indicated.
The Anandasrama Sanskrit Series edition (Vi§vanatha Narayana Mandalika 1893-94), published in Pune,
and very close to the former one as far as the Bhamikhanda is concerned, has also been consulted.

3 In Visvanatha Narayana Mandalika (1893-94), according to the adbyayas’ colophons, we
find the phrases matapitrtirtha (67, 69, 71-73, 76-77), matapitytirthamahitmya (62, 66, 84) or
matapitytirthakathana (64-65). Some other adhydyas are restricted to the mention of the father
(pitrtirtha; 70, 78-83).
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‘four plus one’ structure, in which the first four sons usually adopt a different
attitude to the fifth and as a consequence are diversely rewarded by their
exacting father.

As the story of Sivasarman and his sons is not well known and does not seem
to have attracted much academic attention, the first part of this chapter will
provide detailed summary of its main episodes. This summary will form the
basis for the comparisons and analogies that will be drawn in the second part,
with emblematic epic and puranic narratives that we can soundly suppose to
be the implicit references to and perhaps the sources of Sivasarman’s story.
In the final portion of the chapter, we will highlight the main idiosyncrasies
of this PP story as well as some difficulties for its interpretation.

Summary of the Sivasarmopakhyana

At the very beginning of the Bhamikhanda,* narrated in the classical
framework of a discussion between the s#za Ugrasravas and a group of 7s7s
in the Naimisa Forest, the sages ask a question about the fate of Prahlada,
Hiranyakasipu’s son, against the background of the cosmic conflict opposing
devas and asuras. They are somewhat baffled by the fact that, after being
killed in the battle by Visnu, Prahlada immediately entered Visnu’s body.
Rather than engaging directly with Prahlada’s story, which is otherwise briefly
narrated in the PP in Uttarakhanda’s adbydya presenting Narasimhavatira
(6.238), the sata decides to narrate the birth and life of Prahlida in the
previous kalpa and begins to tell the story of the brahmin Sivasarman,
without specifying at this point which character in this story will be reborn
as Prahlada.

Sivaarman, a brahmin endowed with eminent qualities and deeply devoted
to Visnu, lives near Dvaraka with his wife’ and their five sons, Yajfiaarman,
Vedasarman, Dharmasarman, Visnusarman and Somasarman, in descending
age order. While all are presented as knowing ‘no other duty than devotion
to their father’ (1.15), Sivasarman decides one day to test the depth of his
sons’ bbakti towards him as well as towards Visnu, leading to a series of
five trials. He resorts to mdya thanks to his possession of ‘all superhuman

4 The rationale behind the title of this £banda—accepted in all editions of the PP—remains obscure as
it does not deal with descriptions or the geography of the Earth. The adbyayas comprising praises of specific
tirthas, which are so numerous in other kbandas of the PP, are even rather few in the Bhiimikhanda.

S The name of Sivagéarman’s wife is not given in the upakbyina.
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faculties’ through the favour of Visnu, and he first displays in front of his
sons the corpse of their mother, supposedly dead of a sudden onset of disease.
The grieving sons are obviously in shock. The five tests are described below.

1. Yajfiasarman (PP, 1.20-27). Sivasarman summons his eldest son,
Yajfiasarman, and, rather strangely, orders him to cut his mother’s body
into pieces and throw the limbs here and there. Yajfiasarman does not
vent his feelings about or refuse this cruel command but immediately
obeys his father. After completing the task, he returns to his father and
expresses his readiness to accomplish any other command of his, however
harsh it may be.

2. Vedasarman (PP, 1.28-56). Sivasarman, who has not expressed any
judgement of Yajhasarman’s behaviour and obedience, calls his next
son, Vedasarman, and explains to him that, after the death of his wife,
he cannot bear loneliness and needs the company of a woman. He once
more secretly uses his 74y4 to create a beautiful young woman and asks
Vedasarman to approach her and bring her back to him (1.28-30). The
son immediately goes to the young woman and conveys to her his father’s
desire, but the woman (who remains unnamed in the passage) is not much
interested in going with an old, sick, disgruntled man and would rather
enjoy the company of the young and handsome Vedasarman (1.31-38).
Outraged by the woman’s straightforwardness, Vedagarman censures her
but tries to strike a deal with her: if she witnesses his balam (‘power’),
attested by his calling the gods, she should agree to live with his father.
As announced by Vedagarman, Indra and the other gods appear in front
of them and offer a boon to Vedagarman, who unhesitatingly requests
to remain steadfast in his devotion to his father (1.39-47). The woman
remains unimpressed and exacts a more gruelling toll from him: if
Vedasarman wants her to sport with his father, he must behead himself!
Vedasarman readily and happily complies and offers his own head to the
woman (1.48-51), who then proceeds towards Sivasarman’s hermitage.
She shows him Vedasarman’s bleeding head and invites him to enjoy
her. The father is satisfied with Vedasarman’s devotion to him while his
brothers stand by impressed by and somewhat envious of his pitybbakti
(1.51-56).

3. Dharmasarman (PP, 1.57-58 and 2.1-17). Sivaarman asks his third son,
Dharmasarman, to grasp Vedasarman’s head without intimating what
he should do with it (1.57-58). Dharmasgarman leaves for the forest with
the severed head and invokes the god Dharma, who is satisfied with
him and grants a boon to him. By an act of truth, Dharmasarman



15. THE SIVASARMOPAKHYANA OF THE PADMA PURANA AS A BIZARRE COMPENDIUM

exhorts Dharma to resuscitate his brother Vedagarman (2.1-6) and then
demands, as another boon, the deepening of his devotion to his father
(2.7-10). As soon as Vedasarman is revived, his first inquiry concerns the
fate of the young woman and the situation of his father—a testimony
to his filial devotion (2.10-12). Both brothers, who are delighted by
Dharma’s boons, quickly return to the hermitage and Dharmasarman
can proudly proclaim that he has obtained the revival of Vedasarman
(2.13-17). Though he is satisfied with Dharmasarman’s devotion,
Sivagarman remains silent and begins to think of the next test (2.17-18).

4. Visnuéarman (PP, 2.18-27 and 3.1-38). Sivasarman is confronted with
a problem in his relationship with the young woman with whom he
was provided thanks to Vedagarman’s effort: his old age and weakness
make him unattractive to her. He thus prompts Visnusarman, his fourth
son, to visit Indra’s heaven to obtain and bring back amyta so that he
can please and enjoy his mate (18-23). Thanks to his own #apas, the
obliging Visnu$arman immediately reaches Indra’s kingdom (2.24-27
and 3.1) but the god does not intend to hand out the precious nectar.
He enjoins the famed apsaras Menaka to try to seduce Visnusarman to
divert him from his aim (3.2-6). The young brahmin is very aware of
Menaka’s mission and virtuously rebuffs her, explaining he is committed
to celibacy (3.7-16). After Indra tries to deter him with various obstacles
(3.17-21), Visnusarman threatens to deprive Indra of his divine kingship
(3.22-26). Indra is humbled and lectured by Visnusarman about the
superiority and unlimited power of brahmins (especially the ones devoted
to their father; 3.30). The god then grants a boon to Visnusarman: he
requires a pitcher of amyta and, like his brothers, he wants to remain
unswerving in his devotion to his father (3.27-38). Visnusarman’s success
in his mission greatly pleases Sivagarman, who declares his satisfaction
with his four sons, who have amply proved that they are pitybbaktiyutab
(3.40). Oftered a boon by their father, the sons—including Somasarman,
it seems—instantly and unanimously demand the coming back to life
and good health of their mother and they also ask to be reborn life
after life as children of the same parents (3.43-47). Sivasarman, who
has never avowed his use of may4, ‘revives’ his wife, who delivers to her
sons a discourse on the duties of wives and children (3.47-58). The four
elder sons, granted another boon by their delighted father, ask to be
directly sent to Goloka, Visnu’s heaven. Visnu himself comes mounted
on Garuda—endowed with conch, discus and mace—to drive them to
Goloka. He also asks Sivasarman and his wife to accompany their sons
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(3.59-64) but the brahmin decides to spend some more time on Earth in
the company of his revived wife and his youngest son, Somasarman. The
four elder sons ‘enter Visnu’s place due to their devotion to their father’
(gatas te vaispavam dbama pitybbaktya dvijottamab; 3.69) and become
absorbed in the god (3.64-71).

5. Somagarman® (PP, 4 and 5.1-6). The trial of Somasarman can be said to
be a multifarious one and thus can be divided into three ‘subtests’. First,
Sivadarman asks Somagarman to guard the hermitage and the amyra
pot while he goes with his wife on a pilgrimage and practices penance
with her (4.1-5). Second, after 10 years, the parents return, horribly
afflicted by a disfiguring leprosy (kustharoga)—once more a production
of Sivasarman’s madyd without the knowledge of his son. Somasarman
is deeply disturbed to see his meritorious parents, devoted to penance,
in such a pitiful condition, but he readily accepts the command of his
father to nurse them (4.6-19). For years, Somasarman unfailingly and
selflessly attends to his parents’ needs, takes care of them, washing their
wounds and ulcers, carrying them to various zirthas and helping them to
bathe in rivers (4.19-29). Despite such kind behaviour, Sivasarman often
insults and sometimes even beats Somasarman, who, against all odds,
never strays from his filial duty (4.29-34). Reflections are made 7z petto
by Sivagarman on the compared merits of his sons after the tests he has
imposed, and he seems to opine that Somasarman’s constancy in taking
care of his sick parents is the most admirable. He nevertheless decides to
submit Somasarman to a final test (4.35-46).

In this final test, Sivaéarman asks Somasarman to give him the precious
amyta that had been brought back by Visnu§arman from Indra’s heaven,
as it will cure him of leprosy (PP, 4.47-50). However, once more owing to
Sivaarman’s mayd, the pot appears empty when Somasarman reaches for
it. After a painful moment of doubt and anxiety, Somasarman resorts to an
act of truth, vindicating the sincerity of his behaviour and of his service to
his parents, and the pitcher is then refilled with amyta (4.51-56), which
magically cures Sivasarman and his wife (4.57-60). Somasarman has achieved
all the tests and is deemed by Sivagarman as the most devoted of his sons due
to his unswerving loyalty and patience.

6 This Somasarman must not be confused with another Brahmanical character of the same name,
whose story is also told at length in the Bhamikhanda of the PP (adh. 11-20). The focus of this story is
how the sonless Somasarman, born in Kausika’s family, manages, through his devotion to Visnu and with
the help of his pativrata wite Sumana, to obtain the birth of a very meritorious son named Suvrata.
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The time has now come for Sivagéarman and his wife to end their earthly
life and reach Visnu’s abode (PP, 5.1-6). Left alone on Earth, Somasarman
resettles in Saligrima, where he practices intense zzpas and attains complete
detachment from the objects of the senses. However, at the hour of his death,
the words uttered by Danavas and Daityas penetrate his ear, producing fear
in him. Due to that very final thought, Somasarman is reborn as Prahlada,
the son of the Daitya King Hiranyakasipu (5.7-18). Prahlada, when he
contemplates Visnu in his universal form (visvardpa) during the fight
between gods and Daityas, recollects his former birth as Somasarman, which
concludes the narration by the sizta of the story of Sivagarman and his sons
(5.19-22).

If we sum up the trials of Sivasarman’s sons, several of which are facilitated
or produced by Sivadarman’s mdyd, we can underscore that: 1) the eldest son,
Yajfiasarman, is ordered to cut into pieces and scatter the limbs of his dead
mother; 2) the second son, Vedasarman, is requested to bring to his father
ayoung woman as a new life-partner, but when the woman expresses her own
interest in Vedaarman, the young brahmin remains adamant and accepts
her command to behead himself for the sake of her union with Sivagarman;
3) the third son, Dharmasarman, who is entrusted by his father with the
severed head of Vedasarman, obtains from the god Dharma the resuscitation
of his elder brother; 4) Visnusarman is assigned the task of reaching Indra’s
heaven to bring back the precious amyta that will enable his father to fully
enjoy the company of his young female mate; and 5) Somasarman displays
unswerving selflessness and helpfulness in taking care for years of his parents
afflicted by leprosy, and he is able to obtain the reappearance of the amyta
that had momentarily vanished from the pitcher.

Themes and motives of the
Sivasarmopakhyana emblematic of tales
of pitrbhakti

Based on this summary of the Sivas’armopﬁkhyina, we can proceed to
highlight elements of the story that are strongly reminiscent of far more
famous epic and purinic tales of filial devotion. Among such tales, King
Yayati’s exchange of his old age for his son Paru’s youth to enjoy at length
a pleasurable life, and brahmin Jamadagni’s order to his son Paraurima to
slay his mother, Renuka, stand out. Their antiquity—both are crucial parts
of well-known upakhyanas of the Mahabharata (1.78-80 and 3.115-116,
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respectively)—and their pan-Indian fame encourage us to identify echoes and
analogies between them and the Sivasarmopakhyana, although in a somewhat
bizarre guise for parts of the narrative. This reflection on tales of pitrbhakti
is inspired by Goldman’s (1978) article on ‘Fathers, sons and gurus’ in the
Sanskrit epics, even if we will not focus here on the most psychoanalytical
aspects of this article on the specific Indian form of Oedipal conflicts. We are
more interested in identifying and locating common significant themes,
features and narrative organisation.

As mentioned at the start of this chapter, the Sivasarmopakhyana stands at the
beginning of the Bhamikhanda, which is replete with stories and discourses
on the theme of devotion towards one’s parents, especially one’s father, and
the conception of parents as tirthas in their own right. The topic is obviously
not absent from other parts of the voluminous PP, but it is paramount,
bordering on the obsessive, in large sections of the Bhamikhanda only.
If we admit that kbandas 5, 6 and 7 of the PP (depending on the editions
and manuscripts) are largely autonomous (Rocher 1986: 207-8), taking
for analysis the Sivasarmopakhyina in a textual whole limited to the long
125-adhyaya Bhamikhanda (BhKh) will not seem unreasonable. In addition
to the story of Sivasarman and his sons, a much developed and peculiar
version of the Yayaticarita occupies the adbydyas 6483 of the BhKh; strong
didactic considerations on the topic of reverence and devotion to parents
conspicuously mark off and surround the Yayati narrative as the preceding
adhyayas, 62 and 63, are devoted, respectively, to ‘parents as sacred places of
pilgrimage’ and ‘merit resulting from service to parents’ and the concluding
adhyaya, 84, espouses once more the ‘glorification of devotion to parents’.

Similarly, in the Sivas’armopikhyina, the phrase pitybhakti recurs throughout,
either in the description of characters or in their prayers. Every time
Sivasarman’s sons are granted a boon—a well-known ubiquitous feature
of epic and puranic literature—either by a god or by their own father, they
ask for a deepening and solidification of their reverence for their father.
It is the case for Vedasarman bidding Indra and the other gods (yad: devab
prasannah me ... | imam tu vipulam bbaktim padayob pitur eva me ||; PP,
1.46), Dharmasarman to the god Dharma (debi me tv acalam bhaktim pitub
padarbane punab |; 2.9), Visnusarman to Indra (amrtam debi devendra
pitrbhaktim tathd’calim ||; 3.33) and the sons to their father, Sivasarman

7 Tuse here the titles of the adhydya in Deshpande’s (1988-92) translation.
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(3.44—45).* In the semantically close field of the acts of truth, in which
a character solemnly proclaims his good faith to obtain fair treatment or
the reparation of a wrong, Sivasarman’s sons always invoke their devotion
to their elders. Such is the pattern in the scenes just referred to as well as in
Somasarman’s mental stance to make the amyta reappear in the pitcher to
cure his parents of leprosy (4.54-55).” In all these cases, it must be noted that
the invocation of filial devotion, or the request for even deeper pitrbhakt,
is always accompanied by more immediate, urgent and practical demands:
the resurrection of Vedasarman by the god Dharma, the resurrection of the
seemingly dead mother by the mdyivid Sivasarman or the reappearance of
amyta in the pitcher through Somasarman’s declaration.

Boons and their ominous counterparts, curses, pervade the tales of pitybhakt:
according to a rather simple grid. The most obedient and self-denying
pitrbbakta will be rewarded while the rebellious or even only reluctant
sons will be severely or definitively chastised. A typical pattern in the tales
of pitrbhakti, which has been amply illustrated and analysed in Goldman
(1978) and which has contributed to the definition of the Indian ‘negative
Oecdipal son’, is a demand by the father that implies the denial of his own
desire and material, as well as the psychological wellbeing of his son. Bhisma’s
decision to give up not only his legitimate right to kingship but also having
his progeny comply with his father Santanu’s wish to marry Satyavati is one
of the most famous stories of this kind. Yayati’s myth is another case in point,
in which Yayati prompts his sons to exchange their youth for his old age so
that he can enjoy all sensual pleasures for longer. The perfect pitybhakta son
is thus ready and sometimes willing to give up, for a period (P#ru) or forever
(Bhisma), his own access to kama for the sake of an egoistic, demanding and
lustful father.

The Sivas’armopikhyﬁna providesus with two occurrences of the same mindset
and of implicit rivalry between father and sons in the trials undergone by
Vedasarman and Visnusarman. Vedasarman is sent by his father to bring him

8 bbavan pitd iyam matd janmajanmantare pitab/vayam suti bbavameti sarve punyakrtas tatha ||
(43). The demand is here a little different but expresses movingly the permanent attachment of the sons
to their parents: ‘O father, may you be [our] father, and this one [our] mother, even in existence after
existence, and may we be your meritorious sons.’

9 yadi me satyam astiti gurususyisanam yads | tapas taptam maya pirvam nirvyalikena cetasa || (54)
damasancadibbib satyam dbarmam eva prapalitam | tada ghato'mytayuto bhavatv esa na samsayab ||
(55). Guru$usrasanam can here be understood as ‘obedience to elders’—more so for being the guru of his
sons than for being their father. It is only here that it is one of the virtues underscored by Somasarman,
beside ‘truthfulness, practise of zzpas with a sincere mind, observance of the proper code of conduct by
means of restraint, purity, etcetera’.
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back a very beautiful young woman to replace his deceased wife.® Acting as
the loyal and devoted messenger of his father, Vedasarman makes abundantly
clear to the woman what his mission is and how he wants to stick to it, even
when the woman boldly expresses her desire for him and a lack of interest in
the old father. The woman’s assertiveness puts Vedagarman in competition
with his father for her. When she dares him to behead himself to fulfill
Sivagarman’s wish of enjoying her, Vedagarman, by happily complying and
offering his head, refuses to rival or defy his father."" The trial of the fourth
brother, Visnusarman, can be seen as the extension of Sivasarman’s desire
to enjoy the young woman. Confronted with the risk of being cheated on or
forsaken because of his old age, he needs the rejuvenating amyta.'> On his way
to Indra’s heaven, Visnusarman meets Menaka, the apsaras famous for her
radiance and her ability to interrupt sages in their zapas, who has been sent
by Indra to seduce Visnusarman. Like his older brother, the young brahmin
underscores that he is going to Heaven for his father (PP, 3.9) and, when
Menaka becomes more insistent, he proclaims his determination to stick to
celibacy, as the proud son of Sivasarman (3.13-15). Once more, we witness
the case of a son who is so focused on the mission assigned by his lustful
father that he does not ponder for a minute the possibility of having an affair
with a resplendent apsaras or other woman.

Among the most conspicuous and dramatic cases of a pitybbakti put to
extreme lengths we can count the very few episodes in which the total
obedience to the father involves offending or even killing the mother. In such
a situation, the tried son must make a terrible choice about which of his
parents deserves greater reverence and pitybhakti is opposed to, and deemed
superior to, mdtybhakti (‘devotion to one’s mother’). The story of the
beheading of Renuka by Parasurima at the command of Jamadagni stands
out in the Mahabharata (in the Vanaparvan account; it is absent from the
Mbb 12.49 narrative) and in the puranas, which have retained the matricidal
act in their retelling of Parasuramavatara. This is, quite noticeably, not the

10 Asin Yayati’s case, the fact the self-denial expected of and exacted from the sons is aimed at enabling
the father to enjoy the company of a woman other than his legitimate wife (and their mother) makes even
more difficult the effort on the sons’ side.

11 The religious, ritual and devotional overtones of voluntary head-offering could be fruitfully explored,
but they fall outside the scope of this chapter.

12 The desire of an old man to obtain rejuvenation of some kind to cohabit with a younger woman
is widely illustrated in epics and purinas—also outside the field of tales of pitrbbakti (cf. the story of
Cyavana, who is given back his youth by the Agvins to please his young wife, Sukanya).
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case for the PP in a textual portion situated far from the BhKh, the adhydya
241 of the Uttarakhanda, where the episode of Renuka’s death is missing
from Parasurima’s narrative.

We find in the Sivasarmopakhyina a strange and faint echo of an offence
towards the mother, here displaced and transposed towards her dead body.
Sivasarman does not order his sons to kill their mother but cruelly displays
by maya her corpse and then urges his eldest, Yajiasarman, to cut her limbs
into pieces ‘with a very sharp and whetted weapon’ (anenapi sutiksnena
sastrena nisitena; PP, 1.25) and scatter them nearby. Absolutely no rationale
is advanced by Sivasarman to justify such an unusual and disrespectful way
to dispose of the body of a parent, and neither Yajiasarman nor any of his
brothers asks for an explanation.” The silent and immediate compliance of
Yajfiasarman contributes—like Paragurima’s in the Vanaparvan account—to
making this short scene more striking. In the afterthought reflections that
Sivasarman entertains in adhbydyas 4.35—46 on the respective acts of obedience
of his sons, he underscores that by striking and scattering his mother’s body,
Yajnasarman did not show compassion to her (tena krtd na matari krpa;
4.37), which points in the direction of a trial involving a ‘matricidal’ side.
The theme of the contest between pitrbhakti and matrbbakti through
a matricidal order by the father also figures in the Yayaticarita of the BhKh
in an episode unique to this version.'*

In adhbyiya 80, observing the dissension between his wives, Devayini
and Sarmisthi, on the one side, and his concubine, the divine nymph
Asrubindumati, on the other, Yayati is willing to solve the problem by
ordering Yadu to kill both his mothers (the biological one, Devayani, and
his stepmother, Sarmistha). This rather expeditive and rough solution is
forcefully rejected by Yadu, who reminds Yayati of the total prohibition
by the sages (vedapanditaih; 80.9) of killing one’s mother, even if she had
committed ‘one thousand sins’ (dosandam sabasrena; 80.10). Because of his
refusal, Yadu is once more angrily cursed by Yayati—this time, to ‘enjoy a
portion of [his] mother’ (matur amsam bbajasva; 80.13). The dramatic and

13 In the Sivas’armopikhyina, it is difficult to ascertain whether the nature of the trial of each son
is known to the others, as the text specifies that Sivagarman summons the sons individually and in
succession. We cannot ascertain whether he has a private discussion with each son or whether he speaks to
each in front of the others.

14 In his study of the myth of Yayati in epic and puranic literature, strongly inspired by Madeleine
Biardeau’s reading, Michel Defourny (1978) has rightly underscored the originality of the retelling of
Yayiti story in the PP.
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uxoricidal outburst of Yayati does not have further consequences as he does
not reiterate his requests with his other sons and returns to his life of pleasure
with A$rubindumati.

Correlative to the topic of loss of life or at least of senses, the theme of revival
and resurrection isa regular one in the tales of pitybhakti. When the mother has
died, either of disease (Sivasarmopakhyana) or from killing (Parasurima), the
episode cannot but involve her resuscitation, which is very much longed for
by her sons. Renuka’s resurrection on Parasurima’s request after Jamadagni
has calmed down fulfills the crucial role of proving that his act of matricide
was exclusively the sign of his total devotion to his father and not of enmity
for her. The situation is less tragic in the Sivas’armopikhy:ina, but in this case,
too, the call for their mother’s resurrection to full health by the brothers
bears witness to their attachment to her. It also undoes (as with Renuka’s
beheading) the gruesome cutting into pieces of her corpse by Yajfiadarman.
Such a resurrection is not limited to the mother in the Sivasarmopakhyana,
in which Dharmasarman obtains the revival of his elder brother Vedasarman
and obviously the binding back together of his body and his head. We could
call it an instance of bbratrbhakti, which is a kind of derivative of pitrbhakt:
when it concerns the devotion of a younger brother towards an older one
(Goldman 1978: 328 ff.). An analogous act of bbratrbhakti also occurs when
Parasurama requests from Jamadagni the restoration to their full physical
and mental capacities of his brothers previously cursed by him to lose their
consciences and their thinking abilities.

The analogies and echoes between the Sivas’armopikhyina and the more
classical tales of pitybhakt:i are not limited to themes and episodes. As far as
the structure of the Sivas’armopikhyina is concerned, the successive trials
of the five sons of Sivagarman, from the eldest to the youngest, are also
reminiscent of Yayati’s and Jamadagni’s ‘four plus one’ narrative structure.
In fact, when Yayati wants to be given the youth of one of his sons, he also
summons them in order of their seniority. The first four (Yadu, Turvasu,
Druhyu and Anudruhyu) refuse what they see as an unfair demand, while the
youngest one, Pairu, complies with his father’s wishes and will be rewarded by
kingship and (after a very long gap) the return of his youth once Yayati finally
decides to renounce earthly satisfactions. When Jamadagni wants his sons to
punish the supposedly unfaithful Renuka by slaying their own mother, he
resorts to the same process: interrogation of the sons from the oldest to the
youngest, the first four of whom (Rumanvan, Susena, Vasu and Visvavasu,
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in Mbh, 3.116.10) remain aghast and are cursed to become mindless, after
which Parasurama obeys the command without protesting. The ‘four plus
one’ structure could be the most visible in Jamadagni and Renuka’s story
because the four elder sons seem to be deprived of individuality and even of
identity in their first mention in Mbh 3.116.4 (tasyah kumdaras catviro jajiiire
ramaparicamal | sarvesam ajaghanyas tu rama dsij jaghanyajab |), where the
purpose is clearly to exalt the youngest, Rima, as the last born (jaghanyaja)
but not the least (ajaghanya) son. In Yayati’s story, the curses thrown at
the four elder sons, if they clearly demean them compared with Paru, are
individualised and do not deter Yadu from becoming the founder of a
prestigious lineage from which Krsna will be born. In the Sivasarmopakhyana,
we can also clearly identify in the construction of the narrative a ‘four
plus one’ structure. Right from the enumeration of Sivasarman’s sons,
Somasarman stands somewhat apart from his elder brothers mentioned
in the same verse: ‘He had five sons who were well-versed in [all] branches
of knowledge. [They were] Yajiasarman, Vedasarman, Dharmasarman,
the glorious Visnusarman, who knew their own duties. The fifth one was
Somasarman, who was greatly devoted to his father’” (PP, 1.13b-15)." Beside
this distinction at a very small scale, a clearer one appears at the level of the
adhydya organisation of the whole upakhyina. The trials of the four elder
brothers are narrated in the first three adbydyas, at the end of which they
have proved their filial devotion, obtained the resuscitation of their mother
and leave for Goloka under the guidance of Visnu himself. Sivasarman does
not want to join this journey to Goloka because he prefers to stay longer
on Earth with his wife and with Somasarman, who is thus tested separately
from his brothers. However, the analogies in the general structure between
Sivasarman’s, Yayati’s and Jamadagni’s stories, in which the youngest son
stands apart from the four elder ones, must be qualified and nuanced in the
case of the Sivasarmopakhyana whose peculiarities and sometimes apparent
oddities must be considered on their own.

15 tasydpi pasica putris tu babhivub Sistrakovidab | yajiasarma vedasarma dbarmasarma tathaiva
ca | (14) vispusarmda mahabhiga nunam tatkarmakovidab | pasicamah Somasarmeti pitybbakti parayanah

|(15).
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Idiosyncrasies and discrepancies in the
Sivasarmopakhyana

Reflecting on the twists given to the ‘four plus one’ structure in the
Sivasarmopakhyana can provide a good entry point to what makes this PP
story peculiar, idiosyncratic and, in some respects, bizarre or fuzzy. The
qualification of the ‘four plus one’ scheme, compared with the canonical
Yayati and Jamadagni narratives, consists mainly of two observations. First,
in the Sivas’armopﬁkhyina, each son must undergo a personal trial and the
tirst four do not constitute a group of disobedient elders compared with
the outshining youngest. As a corollary, the brothers are not involved in or
tricked into direct rivalry by a single paternal request like the bid for youth
or the slaying of Renuka, even if it may roll out as such if a son refuses to
satisfy his father’s order or wish. But, second, in a clear divergence from the
narrative model, in the Sivas’armopﬁkhyéna, no son fails his own trial, none of
the first four sons is cursed by his father and the collective success built by the
individual achievements of the four elder brothers results in the resurrection
of the mother granted by Sivasarman (quite differently here from the request
formulated by the lone Parasurama in favour of the revival of Renuka in
Mbh 3.116).

In addition, the differentiation induced by the various tests of the five sons
in the Sivasarmopakhyina allows for a far more nuanced appreciation and
assessment of the devotion of the sons than in the ‘either/or’ scheme of the
classical accounts of Yayati or Jamadagni, which create a significant gap
between the disobedient sons and the obedient one. Here, the fact that all the
sons have passed the testand satisfied their father does not preclude Sivasarman
from establishing a hierarchy between them in a passage worth quoting.
He first thought: “Visnusarman brought nectar for me. That righteous one
[Somasarman] has religious merit and is always devoted to me [his father].’
After the passage of hundreds of days of Somasarman unfailingly caring for
his parents, Sivaéarman ranks Yajfiasarman, Vedagarman and Somasarman.
As seen above, he notices Yajia§arman’s apparent lack of compassion for his
mother when he dismembered her corpse to obey him and adds:

amytam matkyte capi by anitam Vispusarmand |
punyayuktah sa dbarmatma pitybhaktiparab sada || (35)
madvikyam palitam tena krtd na matari krpa |

etat svalpataram dubkbam nirjive ghatam icchata || (38)

sabasam tu kytam tena putrena Vedasarmand |



15. THE SIVASARMOPAKHYANA OF THE PADMA PURANA AS A BIZARRE COMPENDIUM

asyadhikam abam manye yato’yam calate na ca || (39)
nimesamadtram evapi sahasam karayet punah |

asyadhbikas tu sampannab prabhavas tapasab parab || (40)
dubsabam vacanam mahyam darunam sabate sada || (45)

kutsane tddane caiva sada mistapravicakab |

[This grief of one who desires to give strikes on an inanimate body is
smaller, but that son Vedasarman did a bold act (beheaded himself),
but I think that this one (Somasarman) is superior since he does not
swerve (from duty) even for a moment ... Even in everyday attendance
he appears excelling (the others) ... (Even though I) reproached and
beat him, he always talks pleasing words.] (PP, 4.35-45)

Sivagarman, who in his comparison seems to have left aside or forgotten the
third son, Dharmagarman, assesses Somasarman as his most devoted son due
to his infallible patience and constant attention to his father,'® which surpass
the sometimes more dramatic but also more isolated acts of devotion of
his brothers.

A very striking feature of the Sivasarmopikhyana, even in the most casual
reading, is the prominent role played in it by the maya of Sivagarman. Most
of the trials undergone by his sons have their origin in his power of illusion,
which is conspicuous in the display of the dead mother (which bewilders all
the sons and leads Yajfiaarman to dismember her body), the creation of the
young woman whom Vedasarman must bring to his father and, in the trial
of Somasarman, the appearance of Sivaéarman and his wife distigured and
sullied by leprosy and the final disappearance of the amyta in the pitcher.
This recurrence and even the pervasiveness of mdya offer a strong contrast
with the classical epic tales of pitrbbakti of Yayati, Jamadagni or Bhisma
in which the events seem to have far more weight. Even if the kima, so
strong in Yayati’s and Santanu’s stories, always involves some illusion and
moha (‘confusion’), the feelings of those kings, and hence their actions and
requests, are not produced almost ex 7zbilo as in the Sivasarmopakhyana, in
which Sivasarman behaves as both an actor and the playwright of a drama
or even like a bhakti god playing with his devotees and testing them at will

16 The qualities that are most valued by Sivasarman here are the same as those highlighted and praised in
another kind of epic and puranic narrative, the tales of hospitality in which an abusive and irascible guest
(most often a 757 or a god in disguise) tests the patience of his host and rewards him. The host cannot be
blamed in any way.
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for reasons they cannot understand. It must nevertheless be noted that the
term /ila (‘god’s play’)—so important in bhakti texts, especially in Vaisnava
contexts—does not appear in the Sivasarmopakhyana.

The repeated use—bordering on the overuse—of maya in the story creates in
the reader the awkward impression that the trials undergone by Sivasarman’s
sons are devoid of any real import, even if much is obviously at stake for the
sons, who are unaware of the illusions produced by their father. The fact that
the father, in contrast with the usual behaviour of the bbakt: god, does not
tell the truth to his sons after they have managed the test, leaves one with
a feeling of unfulfillment because the brothers leaving for Visnu’s abode are
not informed that their trials were not the vital ones they imagined."

A final element of ‘awkwardness’, or at least a feature difficult to understand,
in the Sivas’armopikhyina is the following: Somasarman, the model of
pitrbbakti put forward by the upakbyana, is reborn as Prahlada, an archetype
of Visnubhakti, but also one of the least obedient sons in Hindu mythology
due to his refusal to give up his devotion to Visnu despite the command
of his father, the Daitya King Hiranyakasipu. Ironically enough, the link
established between Somasarman and Prahlada could almost extend here to
a tentative inversion (or subversion?) of the classical framework in which the
youngest son is unquestionably the best. Somasarman, whom his father has
declared his most devoted son (in keeping with the ‘four plus one’ structure),
is reborn as a Daitya because of an incident at the time of his death, while his
elder brothers have been immersed in Visnu. The virtuous Daitya devoted
to Visnu will know the same fortunate fate only after his opposition to his
Daitya father and a mortal fight with Visnu.

The relationship and intertwining between pitrbhakti and Visnubbakt:
appear complex and not homogeneous in the beginning of the BhKh. Both
bhaktis are either intimately linked in Sivasarman’s story proper (pitybhakti is
rewarded by direct access to Goloka and fusion into Visnu’s body for the four
elder sons) or seem to be in conflict in Prahlada’s story, in which Visnubbakti
is clearly assessed as superior to pitrbbakt: if the devotion to the father implies

17 The idea that the use of mdya by a ‘testing’ character in a story diminishes the gravity of an action
entailed by such a manufactured test pervades some modern retellings of Paragurama’s story, where
the episode of the beheading of Renuka is presented as a result of an illusion created by Jamadagni.
Consequently, Renuka was never ‘really’ dead and Parasurima’s action thus cannot be technically labelled
as matricide (Dejenne 2009).
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giving up devotion to Visnu. Prahlada would then be a counterexample to an
overwhelming conception of pitrbhakti as dwarting all other dharmic duties
and obligations.

The Sivasarmopakhyina can be characterised as a kind of meta-myth (to use
Goldman’s 1977 labelling of Parasurama’s myth as a Bhargava meta-myth) or
at least a narrative construction whose building blocks, themes, features and
junctures are recognisable, even in a strange guise, as borrowed from various
more well-known epic and purianic tales of pitrbbakti. These include the self-
denial of the sons, up to accepting death, to enable the father to enjoy for
longer youth and sensual pleasures; the curse of the rebellious or reluctant
sons and rewarding of the most obedient one; the offence towards the
mother followed by her restoration to her initial condition; and the narrative
structure itself (‘four plus one’).

However, in the context of the Sivas’armopikhyina, the recurring use of maya
by Sivagarman to test his sons’ devotion runs the risk of depriving most of its
episodes of real weight, particularly compared with their epic inspirations.
Could this be one reason such a spectacular compendium of mythemes from
diverse pitybhakti stories has not gained more fame?

This chapter has drawn attention, through and beyond the
Sivasarmopikhyina, to the Bhiimikhanda and more largely to the Padma
Purina itself. As well as the story of Sivasarman and his sons, this purina
offers many other original legends, as well as idiosyncratic retellings of some
of the most famous Hindu myths (like Yayati’s or the avataras’ stories) and
texts (like an elaborate rewriting of Rama Dasarathi’s asvamedhba in the
Patalakhanda). It deserves to be studied in more depth. Nevertheless, for this
voluminous purina, the main kbandas of which clearly spring from diverse
cultural and religious contexts—although dominantly Vaisnava—the PP
retains very old Brahma passages while others display a Saiva bias. Studies
at the level of kbandas, or even smaller and more homogeneous portions
of kbandas, could prove to be the most fruitful way to shed light on their
dominant themes and organisation.
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